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The Jeweller
Abstract
In summer the city feels like a body swollen in the heat and thick with the oily grit of humid air. At night
the swelling subsides; folds of flesh curve upon each other, and reveal the bones surprisingly near the
surface. Thankfully, as far as I am concerned, much of this underside remains hidden. Shadows and the
sea. Some nights a visible thick penumbral orange pall hangs with threatening dissolution around sulphur
lamps and between buildings. It covers city obscenities for the visitor, dazzled momentarily by the lights.
It is hard at night to feel the heaviness of the city's quirky neo-classical and art deco architecture.
Powerful lamps set into flowerbeds vault upwards into a bruised sky. The beds themselves 'set' midst
plains and contours of crazy paving. In the squares the lamp-stands hang with baskets of limp flowering
plants that drip an oily moisture around midnight. On some pavements, especially near the Indian quarter,
the air is heavy with smells of fruit pressed into cracked paving by passing footfalls. Not too far away,
modem skyscrapers seem full of dull rectitude. The city, laid out as it is on one huge settled dune,
resembles a wave, piling up at its height with hospitals, universities, schools and parks, sloping down into
a gentle suburban plain of red tiled roofs and broad leafy tress, until breaking into clusters of flotsam and
jetsam: the used car dealerships, the escort agencies, the bars, brothels, bakeries and flea-markets,
before reaching the beachfront hotels. By day, when the heat rolls up this dune and settles again into its
cusp to shrink everything into pinpoints of light, all of this seems unlikely.
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In summer the city feels like a body swollen in the heat and thick with the oily
grit of humid air. At night the swelling subsides; folds of flesh curve upon each
other, and reveal the bones surprisingly near the surface. Thankfully, as far as I am
concerned, much of this underside remains hidden. Shadows and the sea. Some
nights a visible thick penumbral orange pall hangs with threatening dissolution
around sulphur lamps and between buildings. It covers city obscenities for the
visitor, dazzled momentarily by the lights. It is hard at night to feel the heaviness
of the city's quirky neo-classical and art deco architecture. Powerful lamps set
into flowerbeds vault upwards into a bruised sky. The beds themselves 'set' midst
plains and contours of crazy paving. In the squares the lamp-stands hang with
baskets of limp flowering plants that drip an oily moisture around midnight. On
some pavements, especially near the Indian quarter, the air is heavy with smells of
fruit pressed into cracked paving by passing footfalls. Not too far away, modem
skyscrapers seem full of dull rectitude. The city, laid out as it is on one huge
settled dune, resembles a wave, piling up at its height with hospitals, universities,
schools and parks, sloping down into a gentle suburban plain of red tiled roofs
and broad leafy tress, until breaking into clusters of flotsam and jetsam: the used
car dealerships, the escort agencies, the bars, brothels, bakeries and flea-markets,
before reaching the beachfront hotels. By day, when the heat rolls up this dune
and settles again into its cusp to shrink everything into pinpoints of light, all of
this seems unlikely.
The night brings the city a false glamour. Flashing lights, neons which strobe
and follow the lines of older facades, and more recently powerful beams which,
in groups of four, range over the porous sky to signal the location of some spot
devoted to pleasure's consumption. There are other lights of course; those of cars,
less numerous on the streets, but more visible and variable. Their lights — if seen
from the hills that enclose the city, forcing it to wrap itself along the beachfront
— appear to chase each other and dissolve into one another and form long streams
which end in the sea. It is almost as if these long lines of red tail lights pour
themselves into the sea only to emerge in the opposite direction as another bright
line of phosphorous white light streaming back towards the dune. But the lights
and quick-moving neons atop buildings belie their own fantasies. Go down from
the hills, quiet and rustling with dense green foliage, into the streets, and the
lights lose their coherence, become as bits of brightness, scattering and chasing
madly, between the homeless and other creatures, hungry, and destitute which lie
in menacing bundles under bridge, or between layers of cardboard and plastic
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around busy traffic junctions. Those braver and younger hang around the doors
of escort agencies and cafes. Under the Hght they seem in passing to be animated,
purposeful. Slow down a little and look carefully and many seem to be sleeping
while standing; leaning on each other beneath the flickering yellow, green, and
electric blue arrows.
In my car, I adjust my collar. My hair is clean but already oily at the end of
the day, and I pat my stomach down. Sitting leads to slouch and pouch dit rym
net soos my geldsak, gereed vir dans, kerk, en werk! Locking the car door and
juggling the keys on chains I make my way through the drizzle of people milling
about the Milky Lane. Here a black girl offers soft serve ice cream to a fat Boer
type — socks and khaki — he flicks the serviette at her and leaves the ice cream
there. Service is too slow! I smile at her and say: 'People are so rude, and I would
like that ice-cream very much'. She smiles. Are young Zulu women like young
Japanese women; demure, soft, serving? 'Thank you ... that man ... I just don't know'.
I leave Milky Lane, get the car and drive, ice-cream in one hand, the wheel
in the other. On the periphery of the city, at its main junctions or course ways
— Victoria Embankment, Warwick Junction, or Ordinance Road — the visitor
in the late hours will see people the colour of sulphur shadows pushing trolleys,
sweeping streets, or walking at a leisurely pace, in no particular direction. They
appear not to proceed beyond these points since the streets are empty near the
centre. You do not see these people by day; they are effaced by colour which
changes everything.
At night you are the colour of the light you walk or drive beneath: now orange,
now that peculiar green fluorescent white, now grey or yellow. Even the people
in cars seem either to rush or slow down, not certain of their direction, and in no
hurry to find it. A soft pull forward, followed by a lurch. While driving I think that
Pitlochery Road (where I live) is too far from here, yet it is hard to resist the pull
of half-empty streets in the centre.
I drive on, one man in a car with three empty seats. Driving in the city does
nothing to erase the isolation of what a friend described as 'that one egg-cup
and plate in the kitchen sink'. I think of it better as that one dent in the double
bed. Odd that I am here again. My depressive solitude is subsumed beneath the
nervous energy of what might happen tonight. The place is addictive. You seem
not to be alone; all dyed the same colours, all seemingly without direction and
purpose and in no hurry. We share a certain identity that evaporates as surely as
the bright light of day pours white light into the world so much that nothing can
make sense anymore, no patterns seem evident. At night everything is a pattern of
dark and light. The outside folds inside.
Anxiety growing, I accelerate and head back towards the beach, but this time
far north of Milky Lane. There are times when the direction you take matters. Like
tonight, I feel that to head directly to the beach from the city is too sudden. I need
the pleasure and anticipation to postpone that sense of surprised discovery, even
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though I have been here many times before. So I drive from the Embankment to
Gillespie Street, and then onto the Marine Parade where the women argue with
men outside bars, and taxi drivers drive across multiple lanes in diagonal lines.
The further north, the quieter the road becomes, and the slower the car. To see
clearly you have to slow down. In the dark, the ways of seeing are different since
all shape emerges from peripheral vision; things become from the night, and tones
are tones of each other, movement is detected only by shadows. Unlike the day,
the night-light is constant and artificial, monochromatic and somehow clean.
Yet, even the day is not anything like the place where I work. It's light and air
and the smell of popcorn, perfume, and syrup on the pan. No natural light enters
there, the maze of levels, and columns, of escalators and huge potted palms, their
leaves turning to dust, envelops us all. It is not the place you visit in order to be
alone, or to look into the eyes of people who want to see your face. No, in this
merchant Mecca, the gaze of everyone lands inevitably on the things they wish
to acquire, piled in huge displays of glittering excess.
At work she said: 'Has my ring had been repaired yet, the one with the green
stone?' Mrs Chigego is a short woman, rotund but with a beautiful slightly lined,
and smiling face. Her hair is always pulled back into a modest braided bun, and
invariably she wears a satin scarf over her shoulders.
I smile: 'Mrs Chigego, how are you? Yes, it's almost done but there is the
matter of how you want the stone cut'.
'I've changed my mind. I thought we should cut it down into three smaller
stones which I'd like to have shaped into an S, that is for my daughters' names:
Sara, Susizwe, and Sbongile'. Mrs Chigego, a divorced teacher with three
children, scatters the contents of her bag onto the glass top. All manner of colours
pour from it, brown notebooks, gold and silver credit-cards, keys with Mickey
Mouse hanging forlornly under a sign which he holds up: Disneyworld. The
lipstick sheaths, patterned with paisley designs in gold, and pens and nail files
settle after a moment. These items obscure the plain gold rings and chains which
lie flat under glass on a black silk lining. Mrs Chigego filches through the rubble
and lifts, with quick magpie like movements, a seven set engagement ring. 'Look
I brought my engagement ring with me as well. I think you can remove the stones
there and place them into the three rings. I have no use for it anymore'.
I look at the ring, the 'diamonds' which surround the larger stone, possibly
a white sapphire, appear to have been pushed deep into the crown, possibly
evidence of many hours kneading or folding doe, or catching hard objects. The
central stone looks more promising and I explain to Mrs Chigego that it probably
makes more sense to also cut the larger stone into several smaller ones.
There is a pause before she says: 'Hey, that man, I knew he was on something
else even before he knew me. The little ones are not diamonds? This won't happen
to my children...! You can't trust men with nothing. That shit'.
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I look at her. Yes, I think. You can't trust men. 'My father always said never
trust anyone'. I offer as sympathy this platitude. He took it evidently to heart and
was tried several times for fraud.
'Ja...', the woman sighs and leans forward. Though aged, her skin wrinkled
dark between deep tones of brown, her breasts are ample, a generosity which
seems to me to be love itself
We imagine her grandchildren. She fixes me with a firm and warm smile
which she plays on him now: 'You aren't married are you?'
'No, not married Mrs Chigego. I haven't been here long enough, and haven't
met the right person'. This time my smile is resigned. I know already the questions
to follow, and anticipate the fictions to suit. Mrs Chigego braces herself to give
me a talk. Her hands straddle either side of the counter. Each finger is ringed with
large colourful stones, pearls, and filigree work. There is only one ring I'd like to
look at. Its on her thumb and is a squat black onyx with the initials NY engraved
in red gold; the kind fashionable in the '50s.
'Where does that unusual ring come from?', I ask to distract her from my
status as a single white (gay) male (a sw*m) and past the respectable pause where
questions ought not to be asked. She examines her thumb, turns the ring right the
way round and says:
'That is my father's ring. I inherited when he died many years ago. He said it
was agate but that "NY"? I don't know. For all I know it could mean New York
— maybe another girlfriend before he married my mother. Its actually Suziwe's
favourite and she likes to wear it when she goes out'. Mrs Chigego laughs, gives
me the ring to examine, and we finish talking about the new rings for the girls.
Here I am, driving to the beach but now with waves of exhaustion leaving
their oily traces that cannot be wiped away with fingers. I don't know why I come
here when I am so tired that I cannot think. My eyes bum from the sweat and oil
which has accumulated under the skin and which secretes itself in ever thickening
layers. I drive and I am not myself; I am someone else on the hunt for soft serve
ice-cream on skin. In darkness colours will take the tone of night onto themselves;
reds become as orange, and the back tarmac becomes a grizzled grey under white
light. The leaves of palms and conifers also change at night. No longer are they
penetrated by light, nor do they render the worid beneath them that shade of cool
freckled green. Instead all are tones of orange, fluorescent white, and black green.
The textures harden and become as crepe would sound if twisted in the wind. You
cannot imagine the translucence of objects at night. A leaf is as solid as a stone
is as flexible as a branch. All movement is the chase of fleeting light as it passes
before cars driving past. I too ease past, not knowing, aware and unaware of how
I have come to be here. I have come to be delivered here. I am not myself My
needs become simple, the flight, the speed, the chase and dissipation which hunt
my ugly dreams down.
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There are at least eight cars in the lot — and women strolling about. There
are gusts of wind that whip otherwise limp trees into life. The city's beaches are
awash with grit and the sand piles up quickly against the wooden fences — a
desert in the making. Waves of sand are lifted and turned like blankets in the wind
before being rushed in fitftil gusts to accumulate against the next wall. Anew Citi
Golf enters the lot, makes a sharp turn to the right and drives up to the row of
parking bays in front of the public. There it rests momentarily, before the white
reversing lights flash on, and the car shifts back into a space between two cars
behind it. We look at each other. We look away. I pull the baseball cap further over
my forehead and lean back into the seat. Beneath the shadows of banana trees and
the double helixes of beach sand in the wind, the night draws us deeper into its
tired self and waves of exhaustion pound the beach.
A girl leans against the lamp pole. The boy in the car next to me leans back
as well and turns to see whether a glimpse of the man in the next car is possible.
It's difficult to see much in this half light, the orange of the lamps is also the
orange of her skin, and though the satin of her blouse may read as a gold to any
casual observer walking by on an evening such as this, it could just as easily be a
considered a pastel peach or even a silver grey. She leans back, (and as on other
nights in his company alone in the half-empty flat, its two armchairs and dining
room table visible through the bedroom door in the blue moonlight), unbuttons
her blouse a little and allows something to show. I watch the boy.
And, as on nights like this, the wind dies down. The woman relaxes, eases
back, unbuttons a little more and waits. She looks; he looks away to me. I'm
caught in the embarrassment of my gaze. The world is made in darkness, flat and
limited, a place where the terrors of the day are reduced to cut-outs of trees and
monochrome and facets of cardboard structures.
The cut-outs are like those the jeweller remembers from stage rehearsals of
West Side Story. Yet, she is young, too young for this. For what she is doing, her
background too simple, her language too good, nature too gentle, too careftil, for
this. Yet she is here, and in the dark it is not possible to see the movement of the
fingers as another button (the second, counted by the jeweller) is undone. When
the jeweller turns again to catch the glimpse of the boy in the car beside him, he
becomes aware of other men watching. His window has been wound down to let
in just enough sound should he decide to speak. The only difficulty, a difficulty
which beftiddles the boy, the girl, and the jeweller alike, is how to see each other
clearly enough, given the uneven light which is washed in manic directions by
the wind through the trees. Their faces disappear into darkness, only to reappear,
their eyes curiously frightened and surprised by the light which finds them in
unexpected blinks or turns of the head.
She thinks back to her flat in a suburb of Durban considered still to be chic
enough by some, and on the tawdry side by others. There are no areas of Durban
which escape the changes of fate and fortune. Since it is a coastal industrial city,
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with major industry to both the North and South, all must yield, inevitably to the
realisation that once elite areas are inevitably tainted by the intrusion of small
business (security firms to start with, but followed with equal certainty by rising
incidents of hi-jacking, and newly raised and fortified walls). She thinks back to
this set of four rooms with their parquet floors. The insufferable heat is owed no
doubt to earlier tenants, or perhaps even to the elderly owners (now living, she
beheves, in Ballito). If she's left alone in the morning, she must draw the chintz
curtains — a bright yellow in the one room, a dark green where she sleeps — to
keep the sun from frying the listless plants that are kept in the comers of the
rooms in order to better obscure the absence of furniture. By day, when the flat is
empty and the wind forces itself between the window frames and weather strips,
the plants move in gentle unison with its gusts of air, its whistling and howling
songs. The plants grow despite the drawn curtains, or maybe because of them.
She knows that sometimes another woman will use the place, leaving 'items'
behind that must be washed and collected on another occasion. Their clothes,
like hers are dark or lustrous, speckled here and there with sparkles. She asks no
questions about why she is here; she doesn't need anything other than the thrill;
the wanting to be away from the suffering stuffed pillows of her mother's place,
heavy draped curtains, the wall unit, its TV, its polished brass dolphins, horses
and framed pictures of her father, mother, the little girls ... before he left.
Her parents were country people, 'mixed', living closer to Butterworth than
some might now consider prudent. Her father had been a farmer who, late in
life, married her mother, a bright smiled round woman from Johannesburg. Her
mother, who had dreamt in her youth of being a beauty consultant (before such
people even existed in the proper sense of the term), became, on the matter-offact advice of her mother, a nurse. As far as the she knew, her father had only one
ambition, to retire at the age of forty-five. He must by now be into his late sixties.
With the vagaries of drought or was it politics, he left one night never to return.
She and her mother found themselves too close to an expanding town of vagrants,
poverty, and children made destitute by AIDS. They moved to Durban and her
mother went back to work. Her mother is still a grandmother to several of these
orphans and goes back every year. Her daughter cannot bear to return there and
so she phones them occasionally; the same words exchanged over the phone in
little variations each time.

Other cars eased into the parking lot that night, turned around once, and left
quickly only to return later. Occasionally they 'pulled up' to the cars in which
the boy and the jeweller were lying, side by side, yet seemingly so far apart so as
not even to hear the strains of music as one or other track played out on the radio
station; was it East Coast or Lotus? The women who sell their bodies by night,
always the same two under the lamps near the toilets, walking disconsolately
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up and down the pavement, waiting, waiting, hands moving gently, or resting
on their bags. One of these looked as if she might be coloured, or perhaps even
Portuguese. The shorter of the two was black, but even then by the fluorescent
light that poured out of the toilets (barred and secured as one might expect) it
was hard to tell whether she was local or foreign. Zulu women tended to be dark,
as dark as the southern Indians brought here to labour a century ago. He thinks
she could be from Sotho, or somewhere from the northeast. The wind dies down,
and with it all the debris it has gathered, settles; its rush no more. Watching the
women and the boy, the jeweller is overcome with heaviness, his mind collapsing
in on itself On the other side soldiers emerge briefly from the regiment gates as a
truck pulls up. The gates open and the truck moves in, its light off, into the gaping
darkness where the figures of the men cannot be made out. It is another world set
midst the pleasure of the beach; its heavy façade of pillars, sash windows, and
cream mortar remains obscured to the thousands of holiday-makers whose cars
throng the pavements, spilling inevitably onto the regimental lawn and into the
regimental gateways.

I'm at risk here. Almost asleep I turn my head again to see whether the boy in
the white car has left; to want him wanting the girl. I don't know what I'm doing
here, so tired, so tired. The rawness of my nerves in this place has built itself into a
pain which sits in my groin and lower stomach. I lean forward and see that the boy
has not moved. Looking at me he raises himself slightly. His hands have moved
lower than the level of the window. I know where those hands are. I am not myself,
I cannot think and the air is so thick now that it becomes difficult to breathe. I nod
briefly as I shove my hands down the front of my trousers, to find in their warmth
that I am hard and feeling as nervous as the day I walked onto the stage in primary
school to model a shiny suit made of dark green chintz. He smiles, looks away at
the girl and nods and her smile seems as a relief to me because I know that soon I
will be able to return home and sleep ... without this waiting. There is a book on
my desk, midst the small knives, solder, and miniature gas torch used to fashion
the rings for Phumi Chigego. In the book, which grips my attention as I eat lunch
in the backroom, a man acknowledges to his friend: 'men don't pay prostitutes to
sleep with them, they pay them to go home'. I turn over and open the door of my
car so that the boy can see inside. Carefrilly I examine the surrounds to make sure
that no-one, no uninvited delinquent, is passing by too close. There are no cars
in the lot now, it's too late, and those who rested here did so only momentarily
when they realised that he and I were waiting for each other, alone in our private
cubicles of darkness.
He raises himself and walks around to my side smiling and nonchalant looking
always towards the girl. Once level with the window he turns slightly towards me
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and in the half and broken light I see him clearly. In the dark patches of light I see
that the girl's hair is braided expensively. Her clothing suggests care.
It happens with many encounters like this that a man will reach a point when
the fantasy will need translation. To be made real. It cannot last between two or
three people and will dissipate into nothing unless taken to a conclusion of some
kind. The boy and I watch each other and realise that extending this moment,
when every other possibility has played itself out, is no longer possible. Both lock
into a sequence in which the possibilities for closure are ever reduced. I realise
that nothing more can happen in the windswept space of the lot. The boy leans
over towards me and speaks first: 'Do you want to follow me home?', he says.
I say: 'Might as well. You want me to bring the girl?'. The girl has turned
away: is the game over?
The boy says: 'Bring her with; why not?'.
The jeweller does not drive too fast; he does not want to lose them, but he
knows she knows where he lives. Yet he is also in a hurry, his mind filled earlier
with the stupor of that paralysing energy, collapsing in on itself and dark with
the shadows of fumbled movements, is now preoccupied with the morning. The
gems that need to be set, the rings awaiting the fragile fingers of Mrs Chigego's
daughters. They are there; the head lights captured neatly within the frame of his
windscreen.
As they drive towards the hills, the city, its lines of light and height, recedes and
the unfilled darkness of the horizon of the sea and sky becomes more prominent
and threatening. The boy thinks about a recent trip to New York, where briefly he
stayed with a friend in Queens. Surrounded by all those massive towers he could
never see a horizon unless he went up high, perhaps even to the twin towers before
their obliteration, and only then would a horizon of sorts reveal itself, lines upon
lines of buildings, irregular in the uppermost parts, but all confined to regular
shapes along a predictable grid. Because of the hills in this African coastal city,
the lines are themselves irregular except where, from certain angles, great streets
of light seem to disappear into the darkness. The hills ensure that any grid must
itself conform 'irregularly' to nature's shape, the ancient dunes buried beneath
the solidified respectability of colonial suburbs like Glenwood, Momingside,
Musgrave, Westridge, Westville, Umbilo. Whether there were ancient trading
routes, maintained by the enterprising Chinese or Egyptians, will never be
known now. People are still curious about occasional finds of Ming porcelain or
Ramsaic inscriptions on fragments of stone, but the truth is that any collective
remembering of this time becomes impossible. Like the towers of America, the
history of Africa's frequent contact with the East has been obliterated by more
urgent and recent needs for labour and land.
The jeweller leads them in. They smile at each other but there is httle to say.
The fantasy of the unknown is suddenly muted and shy in this domestic space. It
is like all such spaces, no matter how much filled, how emptied out, or adorned.
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'Humans live here' it breathes, and even a thousand years from now, if and
when stone and glass have ground themselves down into the same shimmering
fragments of light, someone passing will still feel, as one does among ruins, the
crushing weight of privacy and ritual; a frail human banality exudes from the
walls. The man looks around and his looks make no excuses for the solitude of
the plate and glass left carelessly on the counter in the kitchen.
He finds he is unexpectedly and quite suddenly comforted by the predictable
and chaotic activity of the ants which scurry over bones and congealed fat. In
the front room, he kills the light and offers the boy and girl a seat in one of two
armchairs, covered with white sheets, that face the city. He sits on the floor facing
them and lights a beedie which he passes round. She sees again from this great
height the mottled darkness, its bruised porous clouds with underbellies tainted
by white or orange light, spans the horizon thick and far. And, at this time the
movement of light from the streets settles and all that remains, almost as if the
light had cut itself into the grid, are long sfraight hollows coloured an orange and
sulphurous glow; the colour of her skin.
I am not sure how to touch him since they are seated facing outwards to the
blinking city. I move to kneel down on the heavy pile carpet between his legs. He
stretches out and leans back into the chair. Turning away from the lights to my
back I divine his shadows and curves and bone. His legs tense as I unbutton his
jeans. It's only when I take him, that I happen to glance up and notice, with his
hand resting on my head tentatively pressing down, to see that she has moved to
straddle his chest. She shifts her hands behind her to remove the blouse, and there
on her smallest finger is a ring; the stone as black as night, the glinting initials,
NY, fixed without any meaning we can know, into an unrelenting surface.

